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Abstract 
Proponents of the walking simulator genre laud it for its complex 
storytelling. As Gohardani (2017) explains, walking simulators are 
“about dropping the player into an experience packed with … a 
compelling narrative” (para. 5). In order to more fully understand why 
this genre is so closely associated with storytelling and to provide insight 
into the underlying psychology of genre in video games, this article 
linguistically evaluates the narratives of walking simulators. It uses 
integrative complexity, a linguistic variable with an established research 
history, to compare the complexity of the writing in walking simulators 
to the writing in five mainstream video game genres (RPGs, shooters, 
action/adventure games, fighting games, and strategy games). 
Randomly sampling dialogue from 30 video games, a one-way ANOVA 
(analysis of variance) revealed no statistically significant linguistic 
differences between the genres. These results indicate that compelling 
and complex writing can be found in any genre and is likely not a 
function of any individual genre, contrary to popular opinion. This study 
provides a foundation for future researchers to build upon and continue 
the linguistic evaluation of walking simulators. 
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Introduction  
The purpose of the following experiment is to explore the underlying 
psychology of walking simulators and video game genres that can be 
revealed through linguistic analysis. Gohardani (2017) asserts that 
walking simulators are “about dropping the player into an experience 
packed with … a compelling narrative” (para. 5). He argues that walking 
simulators highly prioritize story, resulting in more complex narratives 
than seen in other, more conventional genres of video games. 
Integrative complexity—a linguistic variable that is defined below—
provides an insightful look into the nuances and cognitive process of 
storytelling, narrative, and writing (see McCullough, 2018a; 2018b; 
McCullough & Conway, 2017; 2018) and, more recently, the variable 
has been employed in the study of video games (see McCullough, 2019). 
In this article, the integrative complexity of walking simulators is 
compared to the integrative complexity of five mainstream, traditional 
genres of video games (fighting games, strategy games, role-playing 
games [RPGs], action/adventure games, and shooters1) to test if there 
are measurable, quantifiable differences in the inherent structure of 
their respective narratives and writing. 
Walking Simulators: Are They Video Games? 
The origin of video games is rooted in the military-industrial complex. As 
Clark (2017) writes: 
The first video games were war games, commissioned and 
designed by the Department of Defense for the explicit purpose 
of simulating war with the Soviet Union. Many of the design 
aspects of video games today still borrow from war games: the 
use of a “heads up display,” the onslaught of enemy targets, the 
vast predilection for violence, and even the staggering amount of 
money the Pentagon spends financing the video gaming world. 
(para. 2) 
However, walking simulators “have extended the definition of games, 
from physical and mental challenges, to narrative experiences that tease 
nuanced emotional responses from players” (Campbell, 2017, para. 1), 
distinguishing themselves from this origin in the military-industrial 
complex. According to Fullerton (2019), walking simulators can be 
defined as “exploratory games based on contemplation and 
environmental narratives” (p. 339). Similarly, Rivera-Dundas (2017) 
describes walking simulators as games that “eschew puzzles or combat 
in favor of exploration and discovery” (p. 128), and Şengün (2017) 
stresses their “lack of action, conflict, fighting, or other forms of 
excitement” (p. 32) as defining characteristics. 
                                           
1 Here, the term “shooter” is used inclusively, encompassing first-person 
shooters like the Call of Duty games (Activision, 2003–) and third-
person shooters like the Splatoon games (Nintendo, 2015–). 
McCullough   From Zelda to Stanley  
Press Start   2019 | Volume 5 | Issue 2 
ISSN: 2055-8198  139 
URL: http://press-start.gla.ac.uk 
 
Moreover, walking simulators appear to prioritize story over gameplay 
(Gohardani, 2017). Their players move “through virtual spaces to 
discover fragments of narratives that may or may not form a coherent 
story” (Şengün, 2017, p. 30). These fragments typically come in the 
form of audio recordings, documents, hand-written letters, or pieces of 
paper that provide story details. They can also take more abstract forms 
like “memories, emotions and images” (Marak, 2017, p. 57). Through 
interaction with these fragments and the larger environment of these 
games, players navigate and decode the plot. The number of fragments 
players encounter depends on their choices—how much they explore the 
environments and how committed they are to discovering the story. 
Thus, walking simulators “provide the player with a nuanced narrative 
experience through morally-ambiguous choices, exploration, and 
immersion” (Gohardani, 2017, para. 2).  
Many gamers and video game critics have questioned if walking 
simulators can even be classified as video games, with some walking 
simulators originally being labelled with the “not a game” tag on Steam 
(Şengün, 2017).2 However, walking simulators are not without their 
defenders and fans. For example, Clark (2017) writes that walking 
simulators “may well be the most artful and innovative genre within 
video gaming” (para. 20). Similar sentiments are expressed by Campbell 
(2016), Gohardani (2017), and other online commentators. 
Much of disparity in acceptance or rejection of walking simulators 
appears rooted in individual expectations of audience members. 
Gohardani (2017) writes: 
This expectation to receive a gameplay-based challenge explains 
the difference between critical and fan reception to [walking 
simulators] … While some fans reacted equally enthusiastically, 
presumably those familiar with genre distinctions in the world of 
gaming, others lambasted the title for a lack of emphasis on 
gameplay, and the relative ‘ease’ with which it can be completed. 
(para. 6)  
Despite accusations of walking simulators not being actual video games, 
walking simulators have firmly established themselves within the video 
game landscape and are not likely to disappear from the discourse 
(Clark, 2017). This is highlighted in Steam’s removal of the “not a 
game” tag from their system (Şengün, 2017) and the acceptance of the 
genre and its games by many accredited institutions. For example, The 
Stanley Parable (Galactic Café, 2013) won awards at the 2013 National 
Academy of Video Game Trade Reviewers awards and the 2014 
                                           
2 According to Şengün (2017), “initially the name ‘walking simulator’ 
was devised as a derogatory term to ridicule those games whose sole 
interaction was typically exploration of a narrative through movement in 
space; however, the term was eventually neutralized through 
widespread adoption” (p. 31). 
McCullough   From Zelda to Stanley  
Press Start   2019 | Volume 5 | Issue 2 
ISSN: 2055-8198  140 
URL: http://press-start.gla.ac.uk 
 
Independent Games Festival, and was nominated for the “Best Story,” 
“Best Debut Game,” and “Game Innovation” awards at the 2014 BAFTAs 
(British Academy of Film and Television Arts awards). 
Moreover, walking simulators have been largely embraced as compelling 
opportunities for engaging scholarship and research by those across 
various academic communities—the existence of this special issue is a 
prime example. Other examples include Kagen (2018), who critiques 
toxic masculinity through a discussion of Firewatch (Campo Santo, 
2016), and Colthup (2018), who explores the implications of problematic 
grammar in Dear Esther (The Chinese Room, 2012). The latter example 
is of particular interest because its focus on grammar suggests the 
applicability of linguistics in the study of walking simulators. 
What is Integrative Complexity?  
Integrative complexity is a linguistic variable that has proven useful for 
understanding the underlying psychology of popular culture, fiction, and 
storytelling. According to Gruenfeld (1995), at the lower levels, the 
variable analyzes differentiation, “which refers to recognition of multiple 
perspectives on, or dimensions of, an issue” (p. 5), and at the higher 
levels, it measures the presence of integration, “which refers to 
recognition of conceptual relations among differentiated dimensions” (p. 
5). This means that a complex speaker/writer both addresses various 
ideas and perspectives and then meaningfully explains their 
connections, while a simplistic speaker/writer does neither. Integrative 
complexity is scored on a scale of one to seven: A score of one indicates 
a lack of both differentiation and integration, a score of three indicates 
the presence of only differentiation, and scores of five and above 
indicate the presence of both differentiation and integration. Scores of 
two and four represent transitional scores, where differentiation and 
integration are more implicit and emergent rather than explicit and fully 
expressed (see Baker-Brown et al., 1992 for a more thorough 
explanation of scoring). 
Integrative complexity has a well-established history as a research 
variable. While traditionally it has been utilized in research relevant to 
political psychology (e.g. Conway & Conway, 2011; Suedfeld & Leighton, 
2002; Thoemmes & Conway, 2007), more recently, integrative 
complexity has been applied to the domain of popular culture, including 
video games. Integrative complexity has primarily been used to explore 
the perceptions of quality in various different popular culture media: It 
has been used to predict outcomes during the film award season 
(McCullough & Conway, 2017), to analyze the success of fanfictions 
(McCullough, 2018a) and movie critics on YouTube (McCullough, 
2018b), and to predict winners at the Spike Video Game awards 
(McCullough, 2019). But it has also been used to more directly explore 
storytelling. For example, McCullough and Conway (2018) explored the 
unique levels of integrative complexity in books, films, television shows, 
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and video games based on different character roles and types (royalty, 
terrorists, tyrants, chefs, etc.). 
According to the value pluralism model (Tetlock, 1986), higher levels of 
integrative complexity can be induced when core ideals or beliefs come 
into conflict, and, as McCullough (2018a) explains, this conflict can occur 
at the character-level, narrative-level, and thematic-level in works of 
fiction and writing. As such, integrative complexity is applicable to the 
study and understanding of popular culture and storytelling because 
“the measurement provides a unique indicator of psychological process 
that are not necessarily influenced by overt factors” (McCullough & 
Conway, 2017, p. 2). These factors include personality inclination, 
whether a statement is a defense of a topic or a critique, and openness 
to new information (Conway et al., 2014). As such, it offers “a potential 
window into the behind-the-scenes psychology of the human 
experience” (McCullough & Conway, 2018, p. 519). It does not examine 
what is being said; instead, it examines how it is being said. It is a 
measurement of structure, not content. This mitigates a bias based on 
content and makes the variable inclusive in terms of applicability to all 
types of stories and narratives, allowing for an examination of 
storytelling at one of its most fundamental levels. 
This strength of integrative complexity is especially important in the 
context of the present study. Video game genres go beyond the 
traditional boundaries of other media genres (films, novels, television 
shows, etc.) because they also incorporate factors of interactivity and 
game mechanics—not just story or aesthetic elements (Kirkland, 2005). 
Because this research is interested in comparisons in terms of 
underlying story structure (how is the storytelling in walking simulators 
similar or dissimilar to the storytelling in other video game genres?), 
integrative complexity’s ability to analyze the narratives in video games 
separate from their contents and mechanics is of value.  
Walking Simulators, Genre, and Integrative Complexity: Expectations 
and Hypothesis 
Do walking simulators exhibit statistically higher or lower levels of 
integrative complexity than fighting games, RPGs, strategy games, 
action/adventure games, and shooters? Higher levels of integrative 
complexity tend to be the result of greater forethought and planning on 
the part of writers/creators (Baker-Brown et al., 1992). Because of the 
walking simulator’s prioritization of story, those stories may experience 
a more robust, extensive creative process than the average story or 
narrative in a more traditional video game genre. This research was 
therefore conducted under the hypothesis that walking simulators will 
score significantly higher in terms of integrative complexity than the 
other tested genres. 
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Methods 
Sampling Video Games 
The present study compares the integrative complexity of walking 
simulators to five more traditional and mainstream genres: fighting 
games, strategy games, RPGs, action/adventure games, and shooters.3  
These genres, according to the ESA (2016), are “Super Genres,” yielding 
incredibly high numbers of units (games) sold. For example, RPGs in 
2015 accounted for 11.6% of total video games sold and 18.7% of total 
computer games sold. Shooters accounted for 24.5% of total video 
games sold and 6.3% of total computer games sold. Within the 
discourse surrounding walking simulators, there is a trend to juxtapose 
walking simulators against mainstream genres (for example, see Clark, 
2017). As such, it makes sense to use the genres that appear to account 
for a significant portion of what is considered the mainstream—to use 
the video game genres most gamers are playing. 
A total of five games were randomly sampled from each genre. The 
games were considered based on (a) the availability of an English-
language version, (b) the critical response—a Metacritic score of at least 
70 and an IGN score of at least 7, and (c) the accessibility to the 
researcher. The popularity of the games (sales, approximate number of 
walkthroughs of the games available on YouTube, approximate number 
of reviews, etc.) was taken into consideration but was not one of the 
ultimate determinants.4 The final 30 games were then randomly 
sampled from the resulting population that met these criteria. Each 
game was assigned a number and an online random number generator 
                                           
3 As Doll and Faller (1986) explain, “genre functions through a set of 
codes that are recognized and understood by both the spectator and the 
[creator] via a ‘common cultural consensus’ or a ‘collective cultural 
expression’” (p. 89), meaning genre can be considered an interaction 
between creators and audiences. In video and computer games, genre 
helps frame gamers’ expectations of the playing experience, but genre 
boundaries are not entirely rigid and can be bent and overlapped (for a 
more detailed discussion, see Brey, 2017). In line with this cultural 
mindset, the genre of individual games was determined collectively 
through several sources: Steam tags; descriptions and labels provided 
by creators and used in reviews; award nominations and wins, etc. For 
example, Amnesia: A Machine for Pigs (Frictional Games, 2013), despite 
being more action-oriented than most walking simulators, is classified 
under the “walking simulator” tag on Steam and is labelled as such in 
many reviews and think-pieces (e.g. Penabella, 2015; Turner, 2016). 
Similarly, Super Smash Bros. Brawl (Nintendo, 2008), despite not being 
limited to one-on-one style fights, is classified as a fighting game by 
Nintendo. In addition, IGN named it the “Best Fighting Game” in 2008. 
4 Critical response was prioritized over sales for practical reasons. While 
scores for all relevant games are readily available from Metacritic and 
IGN, the sales information, for example, could not be easily found for all 
relevant games. 
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made the final determination. For a complete list of sampled video 
games, see Table 1. 
           
Genre    Video Game    Year   
           
Walking Simulators  Dear Esther    2012 
   Amnesia: A Machine for Pigs 2013 
   Gone Home     2013 
   The Stanley Parable   2013 
   Firewatch     2016 
RPGs   Final Fantasy VII    1997 
   Dragon Age: Origins   2009 
   Mass Effect 2    2010 
   Skyrim    2011 
   Bloodborne    2015 
Strategy Games  Command & Conquer: Tiberian Sun 1999 
   Civilization V    2010 
   Total War: Shogun 2   2011 
   Starcraft II: Heart of the Swarm 2013 
   Endless Legend    2014 
Action/Adventure Games Grand Theft Auto IV   2004 
   Batman: Arkham City   2011 
   Assassin’s Creed: Blackflag  2013 
   The Last of Us   2013 
   Legend of Zelda: Breath of the Wild 2017 
Fighting Games  Street Fighter Alpha 3  1998 
    Super Smash Bros. Brawl   2008 
    Mortal Kombat   2011 
    Injustice: Gods Among Us  2013 
    Dragon Ball Fighter Z  2018 
Shooters   Half-Life 2    2004 
    Team Fortress 2   2007 
    Call of Duty: Black Ops  2010 
    Bioshock: Infinite   2013 
    Far Cry 5    2018 
           
Table 1. List of sampled video games by genre. 
Data Collection and Complexity Scoring  
The methods utilized here are based on methods previously used in 
McCullough (2019) and other works of integrative complexity research on 
popular culture (McCullough, 2018a; 2018b; McCullough & Conway, 2017, 
2018). From each of the sampled video games, a total of 10 pieces of 
dialogue or in-game prose was randomly sampled, which falls within the 
parameters of integrative complexity research standards (Baker-Brown et 
al., 1992; McCullough & Conway, 2018). Each piece needed to be at least 
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three sentences in length and no longer than a paragraph as defined by 
grammatical and stylistic conventions. These criteria for length helped 
create a balance across the sample and mitigate the chance of length 
acting as a confound by removing overly short or overly long pieces of 
dialogue and prose. The pieces were not contiguous and were sampled 
across the entirety of the games’ contents and narratives. The same 
method of random selection (an online random number generator) used 
to choose the games was used to decide the pieces of dialogue. 
All sampled dialogue and prose were then scored for integrative complexity 
using the Automated Integrative Complexity (AutoIC).5 The AutoIC is a 
computer program that can score any written or transcribed material faster 
than traditional human coders. The program functions under the same 
logics used by human scorers, scoring on the same one-to-seven scale and 
using the same guidelines described in Baker-Brown et al. (1992). It 
estimates scores by assessing the probability of certain words or phrases 
being included in a complex passage (Conway et al., 2014; Houck et al., 
2014). While the use of certified human scores remains the most popular 
method to conduct complexity research, the utilization of the AutoIC makes 
particular sense in the context of this study because it was the method of 
scoring used in the previously-discussed studies of popular culture 
(McCullough, 2018a; 2018b; 2019; McCullough & Conway, 2017; 2018). 
Results 
A one-way ANOVA revealed no significant main effect for genre (p > 
.20). In other words, there were no statistically significant differences 
between the average integrative complexity scores for each genre (see 
Figure 1 for mean scores). 
                                           
5 The AutoIC is not the only available computer-based scoring program 
for integrative complexity; however, it “has been widely validated as a 
measurement of integrative complexity and shows appreciably higher 
computer-to-human reliability than other available integrative 
complexity scoring methods” (McCullough & Conway, 2017, p. 3). 
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Figure 1. Mean scores for each genre: Fighting M=1.32; Strategy 
M=1.43; RPG M=1.60; Action/Adventure M=1.55; Shooter M=1.53; 
Walking Simulator M=1.43 
Descriptively-speaking, the RPG genre scored the highest, the fighting 
genre scored the lowest, and walking simulators tied with the strategy 
genre for the second lowest. A series of two-way ANOVAs tested if 
variables such as year of release and the individual games had any 
significant moderating effect on the results. Ultimately, the two-way 
ANOVAs revealed no significant interactions and the above variables did not 
moderate or mitigate the initial findings in any notable manner (p’s > .18). 
Discussion 
The above findings illustrate that, at the structural level, the narratives 
of walking simulators are not intrinsically distinct from the narratives of 
other genres. They are not significantly more or less complex at a 
fundamental level; rather, well-crafted and dynamic stories can be 
found in any genre. Below, I discuss some implications and limitations of 
these findings, and directions for future research. 
The Appeal of Walking Simulators 
The above findings do not suggest that walking simulators are not unique 
from other genres in some respects, nor do they discount nor disprove 
fan enjoyment and approval of the genre. However, these findings do 
suggest that the uniqueness and appeal of walking simulators may be 
overly attributed to the genre’s writing and narratives as opposed to 
other factors. For example, the unique appeal of walking simulators may 
more accurately be the result of the genre’s non-violent gameplay 
(Valentine & Jensen, 2016) or its focus on exploration and environments 
(Carbo-Mascarell, 2016; Fullerton, 2019; Rivera-Dundas, 2017).6   
                                           
6 The non-violent gameplay may also allow players to more easily 
experience and understand the plot. For example, first-person shooter 
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There is a distinctive sense of rebellion that pervades walking simulators, 
transcending the technical, apparent aspects of its writing or any specific 
plot, character, and story details. Much of the controversy and discourse 
surrounding walking simulators focuses on the debate about whether 
certain titles can be considered “proper” video games because they are 
“lacking the kind of interactivity to which games were accustomed” 
(Şengün, 2017, p. 32). As discussed previously, this lack distinguishes 
walking simulators conceptually from the militaristic origin of video games. 
Yet, this lack of interactivity may be a more impactful and accurate 
source of the appeal of walking simulators than the structural specifics 
of their narratives. Muscat et al. (2013) explain how the lack of 
traditional obstacles to overcome (such as puzzles or enemies to fight) 
allows the player to dictate the pace of their individual exploration and 
experience extended periods of time within the world of the game. As 
Marak (2017) writes, in “the majority of walking simulators information 
is supposed to be dispersed in space in a way that encourages the cycle 
of exploration, discovery, unlocking and more exploration” (p. 57). The 
use of more abstract elements of interactivity may result in an increased 
sense of agency that may be perceived favorably by a subset of gamers 
and disparaged or dismissed by others. 
Limitations and Future Research 
This is, to my knowledge, the first study to apply integrative complexity 
to the question of genre in video games. Due to its exploratory nature, 
this study is not without limitation; however, these limitations present 
excellent opportunities for future research to build upon the present 
study. For example, this study does not analyze all genres of video 
games, and it specifically only looks at games that were critically well-
received. There is a chance that the pattern seen here is limited to 
genres and games that adhere to the constraints of this study. Future 
studies could explore more genres and expand the range of the games’ 
acclaim, popularity, and success examined. 
Moreover, this study does not analyze all levels of possible linguistic 
variation. Integrative complexity analyzes structure and not contents. 
There may be measurable linguistic differences between walking 
simulators and the other genres at the content-level that are not 
accounted for here. However, this study illustrates the insightfulness of 
linguistic analysis regarding the question of genre in video games; thus, 
                                           
Bioshock Infinite (Irrational Games, 2013) uses many of the methods 
typically seen in walking simulators (audio recordings) to communicate 
aspects of its plot; however, it can be difficult to fully comprehend or 
experience what is being communicated during the game’s many action 
sequences. Such occurrences do not happen in walking simulators 
because of the absence of enemies to fight and overcome—because 
there is an overall lack of violence. Players are more able to fully 
appreciate and internalize the information being communicated to them. 
This likely accounts for a portion of the appeal of walking simulators. 
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it justifies the application of other linguistic variables and coding 
systems (for example, the LIWC, which in part is more content-
focused). As McCullough and Conway (2018) explain, “all research 
enterprises have to start somewhere” (p. 528). 
Concluding Thoughts  
The assertion that the writing in walking simulators is more complex 
than other genres appears to be inaccurate. McCullough (2018a) shows 
that measurable, significant linguistic differences can be detected 
between good and bad, successful and unsuccessful, and popular and 
unpopular works of writing and storytelling. This study only analyzed 
games that were popular and well-received (“good” games), suggesting 
that these similar levels of integrative complexity may be indicative of 
higher levels of quality for video games. Walking simulators may 
prioritize story and narrative experiences (Campbell, 2016; Gohardani, 
2017), but it appears that they are not wholly unique in this regard. 
Good stories, good writing, and good narratives are simply good, 
regardless of genre. 
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